As research continues to grow on student veterans it is important to recognize the multiple identities within the student veteran demographic. Graduate student veterans remain largely un-researched. This qualitative, descriptive study seeks to understand the lived experiences of graduate student veterans at a large research university in the southwest. Themes from the study include identity, matriculation, money matters, community, the demystification of the veteran, and graduate perspectives on undergraduate student veterans.
Methodology
This work is a descriptive study. Building on Sandelowski's (2000) work in nursing, the descriptive study is often discarded as elementary or lacking the necessary complexities of descriptive studies' qualitative brethren: phenomenology, ethnography, case study, etc. Sandelowski (2000) suggests that descriptive studies: (1) exist as their own unique research format; (2) do not pull the researcher too far from the data; and (3) operate as knowledge complete and not just an introduction into more complex or "sophisticated" research approaches. This work explores the lived experiences of 11 post-9/11 veterans enrolled in graduate programs. The goal of the research is to describe and understand. As Lincoln and Guba (1985) argue, There are multiple constructed realities that can be studied only holistically; inquiry into these multiple realities will inevitably diverge (each inquiry raises more questions than it answers) so that prediction and control are unlikely outcomes although some level of understanding (verstehen) can be achieved (p. 37).
It is this verstehen or larger construction that I am looking to understand. Through various recruitment activities, I engaged 11 participants. Recruiting strategies included emailing fliers on veteran listservs and having a retired Colonel personally ask veteran students. Some participants a strong military culture and is often recognized as a veteran friendly campus. Though this high percentage is not nationally representative, it is not unique. (Saldaña, 2009, p. 67) . In the codes and eventual themes of the structural coding process, it is possible to hear a conversation coming from the narratives. The data that follows is a summarized transcript of that conversation.
In an effort to build trustworthiness in the piece, I engaged in strategies of credibility and confirmability as explored by Krefting (1991) . As there were no graduate voices represented in scholarship, I triangulated data through prolonged interaction with the transcripts, member-checking with participants, and peer review from members of the participant population. Additionally, my research was selected for a random protocol and information audit by my institutional review board.
This experience bolstered trustworthiness as Krefting (1991) explains that auditability is a strategy towards both dependability and confirmability.
Data
Though there are many things I "heard" in the conversation, in the interest of space and organization, I only discuss six major themes. While I will give summaries of the rules of inclusion and exclusion for each theme, I will focus mainly on the words of the participants. These words are often, in my opinion, the only part of scholarship worth reading. Each section begins with representative quotes from participants to exemplify each theme. This authorial decision was made to make sure that the work honored participant voices above my own. The themes I will discuss include:
(1) identity; (2) matriculation; (3) money matters; (4) community; (5) the demystification of the veteran; and (5) graduate student perspectives on undergraduate student veterans.
Identity
• We are a very unique demographic. Our experiences are not monolithic by any means, because what the private sector has, military has those jobs as well, whether it's a physician, attorney, truck driver, medic-you name it. Firefighter, police officer, they are all in the military. We have those same skill sets as well as some of us served in combat, so we have a different perspective sometimes on the world. (Frank)
• When you are creating any sort of policy, it might just be helpful to keep that in mind that in mind that not all veteran is a veteran is a veteran. (Eric)
• My identity as a veteran shapes everything. (Frank)
• I don't generally identify as a veteran I would say, just because I didn't enjoy my experience. I didn't even keep my uniforms, you know, like your dress uniforms. I gave away my medals to a soldier when I was leaving. (James)
The theme of identity included any veteran's comments on race, gender, marital status, branch, deployment history, military rank, student status, or personal history. Of particular interest was Frank (my only African American participant). When asked how his race factors into his identity, he said, "I've always seen myself as a competitive individual, and I resonate with success, whatever that looks like, success and in myself as an American veteran, a combat veteran, and then race comes further down the line." Frank spoke with finality in his answer, and the subject was changed.
Both women participants discussed negotiating their identity as women and spouses of military husbands. Della even described her status as woman and army spouse as, "another level of otherness." In early interviews I incorrectly presumed that every participant would identify as a veteran. Veteran status was often linked to deployment, and those who did not deploy were both identified (and self-identified) as not "fully veteran." Ivan suggested that when using the term veteran, "the connotation of it is that you have gone to war and come back. I don't really feel like I'm associated with 'veteran' as much as just active duty." As many graduate students were and are officers in the military, many discussed how their identity as an officer changes relationships with other veterans who are not. Finally, when negotiating the two identities of veteran and student, many responded that they identify more as a graduate student than they do as a veteran, though many discussed their veteran status as central to who they were.
Matriculation
• The 20-year mark is where you get a pension. A lot of people that are in the service 8, 9, 10, 12, 14, you hear a lot of them racing towards that 20 and then they want to get out. It's like that financial incentives to do so, but I didn't join the Marine Corps for money and I wasn't going to stay in the Marine Corps for money. I decided if I was going to do something for money, business school is a pretty good place to teach you about money. (Allen)
• It's expected, at some point, you're going to get a masters. If you're going to stay ... at 20 years in the military, you have to get a master's degree at some point. (Bill)
The theme of matriculation included all responses that suggested purpose or selection process of enrolling in graduate studies. Financial challenges were excluded from this theme. Reasons for graduate studies differed for active duty and non-active duty. Active duty participants predominately continued education for the unique training that it would give them as in the case of Charles, a PhD student in Adult Education, and Eric, a second-year medical student. Other active duty participants, however, suggested that their graduate programs were a necessary step in their growth within the military. Greg explained that he had "two and half years of shore duty" in which to get his master's.
He had thought about a MBA but recognized that it may not be that valuable if he stayed in the military. Ivan suggested that for officers, a master's degree was "highly encouraged." He then continued, "there is a huge pressure to get a degree," and if you fail to do so, "it looks like your stagnating and in a military where there's too many people because no one wants to get out ... everyone tries to stay as long as possible ... if you don't get more education, you'll likely be kicked Pg. 80
out." Participants in the MBA program want a step into the business world where they can network, speak the language, and be successful. Frank wants to be a professor. Hank and James were both unclear about how their degree was specifically working towards a next step. Kathryn, very candidly, explained that as a student she receives GI money that has become a second income. "Truth be told, the only reason I'm pursuing a master's right now is because of the baby ... I can go to school and it's helping to supplement our income." When selecting their program, some chose it because of its convenience (e.g., geographic or online opportunities) and others selected it because of its treatment of veterans. Della explained that when selecting a school, "[the university] was always warm…that was one of the main reasons why I'm here right now is because [the university] seemed to really care, particularly care about the fact that I was a veteran." Other participants from Della's program expressed the same feeling of being valued as a veteran. Allen recounted a conversation with an administrator who said that if the administrator could fill the whole program with veterans, she would because of "their discipline, responsiveness, adaptability, and willingness to learn."
Money Matters
• "A lot of people come with different exact circumstances ... So, I tell you, if I had the full GI Bill, then it would be a piece of cake ... No questions asked kind of thing, but when you don't fit in the standard cookie cutter idea of someone going back to school, when you don't have that, then it's a little different." (Hank)
• "I used Chapter 33, the Post 9-11 GI Bill. When I first started using it, it was a dream .. • "It basically went into this Catch 22 system where they said 'Yes, our system is wrong. We're not going to fix it. The only solution is for you to somehow circumvent our system illegally, Navigating finances seemed more confusing to non-active duty veterans. For Eric and Charles (active-duty "investments") everything was done for them. Charles explained that though all GI money is wisely spent because soldiers "are very loyal ... have sworn to uphold and defend the constitution of the United States," it is easier to navigate finances when a degree is meeting the needs of the army directly. "It's almost cynical, but it's almost like it seems that since they're not directly Pg. 82 benefitting from you getting educated ... there's just not that much of a attention to detail to get [non active-duty's] stuff approved and done."
Community
• "Most of the people that I've become friends with were either in the service or have a strong connection to the service in some way through a brother or a sister or a dad, somebody that served and made them feel connected to it. I don't think that was intentional. They're just similar people with similar values. I think they gravitate towards each other." (Allen)
• "There's going to be shared suffering and shared problems but there are other people need a mentor. Regardless, all were generally supportive of opportunities to connect veterans with one another. Eric said it "would be cool ... to start a family so to speak, I have a mentor and as I move through school I take on a mentee." Allen said he would, "be interested in talking to or interacting more with the guys that come through the undergrad program just so they have someone to identify with who's a bit older, a bit more mature." Allen, feeling an absence in support as a graduate student, began his own small network:
I got a group of five other guys to form a community group and there are six of us that meet about every week. We talk to each other ... We talk about what's going on in our lives, about school. We talk about faith, talk about whatever's going on.
For some, like Allen, support was a peer activity. For others, like Charles, it was a professional relationship that helped direct his path. For Della, president of an international organization for women in business graduate programs, support came in the form of an online mentoring relationship (www.service2school.org). For all participants, mentoring took different meanings that included navigating practical responsibilities (e.g., registering, financial aid, and setting medical appointments), and navigating personal responsibilities (e.g., community, transition, and relationships).
